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well as a smaller section of Bolikhamsai.
rest — including extensive stands of wet
(id dry evergreen, old growth pine, cypress

ing at is Manolom Guest House & Restaur-
ant, where simple single/double rooms with
shared bath cost US$2.25 a night.

N p.
Sy 3 / 3, ‘nd riverside forest — covers an estimated
L Ny o ] % of the area, hence Nakai-Nam Theun  Places to Eat
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n'?:nl Ha U‘))’)é’l) to Pal;:anf, ats thebw;:jl is Jbusft ove; ;?e Vlﬁl"l;
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Phu Xieng Rehnc SEKONG ™ Until the mid-1990s foreigners were dis- =, 1
8 \ T""'ﬂiis\- -u“:'ﬁ';’f:n‘\J?' & sk Cheungd b touraged from staying in Paksan because of SOWzLIOWVFY o
ubon - < suliompind /—/ L guerrilla activity linked to the Thai Isan Eighty kilometres north-east of Vientiane via [
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l\’llam Kading hills and limestone formations, this bro:

Vo9
The Nam Kading, feeding into the Mekong
River about 50km east of Paksan, is one of

the most pristine rivers in Laos. Flowing
through a forested valley surrounded by high

tial for wilderness recreation. Confirmed an
imal rarities in the area include elephant,
giant muntjac, pygmy slow loris, Frangois'
langur, Douc langur, gibbon, dhole, Asiatic
black bear, tiger and many bird species.

Horns of a Dilemma

The 1992 discovery of the spindlehorn (Pseudoryx nghetinhensis)
in Vietnam’'s Vu Quang Nature Reserve in west-central Viet-
nam - very near the Laos-Vietnam border - stimulated in-
tense international interest in the potential for finding
other large, undiscovered mammals in the area. Sur-
veys in 1993 and 1994 confirmed the existence of the
spindlehorn in Laos in the northern reaches of the
newly decreed Nakai-Nam Theun National Biodiversity
Conservation Area (NBCA), a reserve that runs along the
eastern portions of Bolikhamsai and Khammuan Provinces in the
Annamite Chain. Its range is now thought to encompass some
4000 sq km of montane evergreen broad-leaved forest be-
tween 200m and 2000m above sea level ~ most frequently

at 500m to 1000m - along both sides of the central
Laos-Vietnam border.

Researchers from the Vientiane office of the Wildlife Con-
servation Society examined a live spindlehorn (called nydang in Lao) captured in Khammuan Province
for the first time in early 1996. This encounter, along with physical evidence left behind by local
hunts and horn collections, indicates the antelope-like animal stands 80cm to 90cm at the shoulder
and weighs up to 100kg. Its distinctively long, slender horns have a slight backwards curve and
measure 40cm to 50cm. At the moment there is some disagreement among zoologists as to whether
the nydang properly belongs in the Bovinae subfamily — which includes wild cattle, spiral-horned
antelopes and nilgai — or to the goat-related Caprinae. The spindlehorn has already earned the dis-
tinction of being only one of three land mammals to earn its own genus in the 20th century; most
likely the animal will be assigned its own zoological subfamily very soon. Total numbers for the
spindlehorn are difficult to estimate; the infrequency with which it's encountered even by local
hunters confirms the belief that it is an endangered species. In 1994 it was added to the UN Con-
vention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), Appendix 1.

Hunting in the area poses a continual threat, as virtually every Lao and Vietnamese household in
the Annamite Chain possesses at least one home-made hunting rifle and a set of snare lines; auto-
matic riffes aren’t unknown and ammunition is cheap. Logging and damming pose additional threats
in the form of further habitat loss in the Nam Theun highlands where the spindiehorn makes its
home. In spite of the legal protection afforded to the area contiguously covered by the Nakai-Nam
Theun NBCA and by Vietnam's Vu Quang Nature Reserve, most of the human activily traditionally
practised in the region will continue to degrade the primary forest and its endemic wildlife, unless
some steps are taken to enforce protection of a core area. The spindlehorn can be viewed as an in-
dicator species for the region’s environmental health; if allowed, its disappearance would darken the
outlook for biodiversity in Laos.

turquoise-tinted river has tremendous poten=

| Unpaved roads parallel the Nam Kading
wriver some distance, so launching places
fircanoes, rafts or kayaks are available. Tat
Wang Fong, about 60km from Rie 13 by
pad along the river, is a small waterfall in
tvery picturesque setting.

The area around Ban Nape (pronounced nda-
pae), roughly 200km south-east of Vientiane
via Rtes 13 and 8 near the Vietnamese bor-
der, is well known for its scenic limestone
formations. You’ll have to have your own
wehicle to reach Ban Nape, as there is no
regular public transport from Rte 3.

THA KHAEK

no&an

2051 « pop 68,300

Once an outpost of the Mon-Khmer Funan
ad Chenta empires, when it was known as
$n Gotabura (Si Khotabun in Lao) and was
 nled by King Suryavarman (AD 578-614),
the capital of Khammuan Province traces its
present-day roots to French colonial con-
stuction in 1911-12. The town name
means Guest Landing, a reference to its
earlier role as a boat landing for foreign
tiaders. Before the Indochina War (and dur-
ing the war until the North Vietnamese
Ammy and Pathet Lao cut the road to Vien-
tiane), Tha Khaek was a thriving gambling
lown for day-tripping Thais.

Until the Revolution the population was
85% Vietnamese, many of whom had come
| with the French and/or had fled the Viet
Minh movement in North Vietnam. Their
mmbers dipped drastically as many Viet-
namese left in the late 1970s to seek their for-
nnes in more favourable climes. Today Tha
Khaek is a quiet transport and trade outpost
-mostly lowland Lao, Vietnamese and Thai.

The surviving Franco-Chinese architec-
wre, mixed with newer structures, is similar
1o that found in Vientiane and Savannakhet.
At the western end of Thanon Kuvoravong
near the river is a modest fountain square.
Save for the occasional highway project en-

e
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gineer, only a few foreigners stop over here;
for those people seeking urban Mekong Val-
Jey culture, this laid-back, friendly town is
worth a couple of days. )

Opposite Tha Khaek on the Thai side is
Nakhon Phanom, which is a Jegal border
crossing for foreigners. Thai investors have
offered to finance a new highway from Tha
Khaek to the Vietnamese border to facilitate
trade between Thailand, Laos and Vietnam
(and beyond via the Gulf of Tonkin). There
has even been talk of building an inter-
national bridge across the Mekong River be-
tween Nakhon Phanom and Tha Khaek. Both
proposals are on hold at the moment due to
the current state of the Thai economy.

Information

Money A branch of Banque pour le Com-
merce Extérieur Lao (BCEL), on the north-
ern side of Thanon Kuvoravong, about
200m east of the post office, changes Thai
baht, US dollars and Lao kip. Both cash and
travellers cheques are accepted, and the
bank can also arrange a cash advance on
Visa. Lao May Bank has a branch at the
corner of Thanon Kuvoravong and Rie 13,
as well as an exchange booth at the immi-
gration post at the pier. Both Lao May lo-
cations offer cash-only services.

Post & Communications You can post
letters and arrange for long-distance phone
calls at the main post office on Thanon
Kuvoravong.

Talat Lak Sawng

QMRS ONNTOY)

In town the large Talat Lak Sawng (Km 2
Market; Cnr Rte 13 & Thanon Kuvoravong)
purveys hardware, clothes, fresh produce
and just about everything else the people of
Tha Khaek use in daily life. In addition to
the usual gold shops there are a large num-
ber of vendors selling silverwork.

Places to Stay

Khammouane Hotel (Khannuan Sai Khong
Si San; ™ 212216, Thanon Khem Khong)
Singles/doubles/VIP rooms US$10/12.50/16.25.
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Khammouane, a big four-storey, white build-
ing with a curved front facing the Mekong, is
still the best deal in town. Sunset views over
the river are tremendous. It has large, plain,
clean rooms with TV, fridge, air-con, hot
water and good mattresses. Most sdamiaw
(samlor; three-wheeled taxi) drivers know it
simply as ‘Si San’ (Four Floors). The staff are
friendly and the restaurant next door will de-
liver to your room.

Sooksomboon Hotel (T 2]2254, 212225,
Thanon Khem Khong) Small/large rooms
US$8.75/12.50. Housed in a former police
station from the French era, this hotel
stands a little upriver from the Kham-
mouane. The interior of the hotel has been
redone in a surreal Art Deco style; the staff
are friendly but there’s the general feeling
that rooms here are used for assignations
with women from the adjacent nightclub.
Large, clean rooms in the main building
feature high ceilings, air-con, hot water and
TV. A newer motel-like building around the

back has some less expensive rooms with
air-con and hot water. Rooms on the north-

ern side of the old building are the quietest, *
Southida Guest House (T 212568

Thanon Chao Anou) Doubles/triples with
TV, air-con & hot-water shower USSI¥/
12.50. Friendly, clean, family-run Southida,
in a modern two-storey concrete building a
bit north of the fountain square, is a good
choice for this price range.

Mouthong Guest House (& 22387,
Thanon Nong Bua Kham) Singles/doubles
with air-con & hot-water shower US$6.25/
7.50. One of the double rooms has a small
sitting area and a bathtub. This one-storey
cement house is not as new or as well kept
as the Southida.

Khamuane International Hotel (T 212
171, Thanon Kuvoravong west of Thanon
Unkham) Small singles with small beds, bath
& fan/air-con US$6.25/7.50, larger rooms

with air-con & bigger beds US$10, doubles

with air-con &, small attached sitting area

PLACES TO STAY

| 6 Sooksomboon Hotel

"1\ 8 Thakhek May Hotel

\/ 10 Mouthong Guest House

13 Phoudol Hote!

19 Khamuane International Hotel

22 Khammouane Hotel

PLACES TO EAT

21 Southida Guest House

9 Sooksomboon Restaurant
23 Phae Phonekham Restaurant

To Paksan

24 Phae Saen Suk Restaurant (186km) &
25 Ice Cream Parlour Vientiane
26 Noodle Shop {332k
27 Saeng Rung Reuang

Restaurant

28 Phavilal Restaurant

" ‘Thano\,,vm;

Aittiog o

tiane ————

OTHER 20 Pharmacy

1 Talat Nabo 29 Fountain Square
2 Exchange Booth 30 Clinic

3 Passenger Ferry 31 Courthouse

4 Customs 32 Education

5 Vehicle Ferry Department

7 Wat Nabo 33 Wat Jawm Thong
11 BCEL 34 Talat Lak Sam
12 Lao May Bank 35 South-bound Bus
14 Vientiane 8us Terminal Terminal

15 Vietnamese Cemetery 36 School

16 Talat Lak Sawng 37 Wat Nanthakham
17 Post Office 38 Hospital
18 Provincial 39 Red Cross

Admini ion Office 40 Stadium

18$12.50. Formerly the Chalernxai Hotel,

i is an old 60s-era house divided into 20
poms; it has been renovated and is reason-

[ dly clean. There’s a restaurant next door
‘mder the same ownership.

Thakhek May Hotel (& 212043, Thanon
Vientiane) Formerly a budget hotel, the
Thakhek May was closed for renovations
when we last stopped by.

Phoudoi Hotel (T 2]204, Thanon Kuvo-
mvong) Rooms with 2 beds, TV, air-con, fan
& hot-water shower US$9.40. Phoudoi, near
the main junction for Rte 13 on the eastern
side of town, has a modern-looking facade,
but it’s not as good as the Khammouane
Hotel. The rooms are looking worn and ser-
wice is slack. Just behind the Phoudoi stands
the Baw Phaw Daw Discotheque; the name
siands for ‘Bolisat Phattanakhet Phu Doi’,
the name of the military-backed company
that owns the hotel and dominates the econ-
omy and politics of Khammuan Province.

Places to Eat

Although there is no shortage of small
rstaurants and noodle shops, none of them
are culinary stand-outs.

Sooksomboon Restaurant (Thanon Un-
tham) Dishes US$1-4. Open evenings only.
This semi-fancy spot offers good Thai, Lao
ad Chinese gahdan taam sang (food made
1o order).

Phavilai Restaurant (Thanon Kuvo-
mvong) Dishes US$1. Open morning until
evening. Phavilai, not far from the river land-
ing and the fountain square, serves standard
Lao-Chinese rice and noodle dishes.

Youw'll also find several khao ji
(baguette) vendors on the fountain square
in the morning.

Saeng Rung Reuang Dishes USS$1. This
small outdoor restaurant on the western end
of the fountain square above the riverbank
specialises in fde (rice noodles) and rice
dishes.

Just upriver from the fountain square is a
small, unnamed noodle shop run by two
women who make delicious fde haeng, dry
fice noodles served in a bowl with various
herbs and seasonings but no broth; regular
fSe is also available.
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Phae Saen Suk (opposite the unnamed
noodle shop) and Phae Phonekham (just
north of Phae Sean Suk) are two new float-
ing bamboo-and-thatch restaurants with
dishes for about US$!1 to US$3. Both are
primarily drinking establishments serving
beer, but they also serve cocktail snacks.
Phae Phonekham is larger and has the bet-
ter menu of the two and also offers aahdan
taam sang. Neither one seems to get started
until late afternoon.

There are lots of noodle vendors at Talat
Lak Sawng, plus a smaller cluster of noodle
and rice shops near Talat Lak Sam (Talat
Suksombun) and near the Vientiane bus ter-
minal on Rte 13. Look for sweet Tha Khaek
watermelons.

In an old colonial building just north of
the unnamed noodle shop is an ice-cream
parlour that does delicious fruit shakes.
When in season, the mango shakes are not
to be missed. This is a popular evening spot
with the locals.

Getting There & Away
Air Now that road travel between the cap-
ital and Tha Khaek has improved, Lao Avi-

ation has suspended all flights to Tha |

Khaek, and in fact the runway there has
been taken over by new government
buildings. :

Bus & Sawngthiew Two direct buses a
day (US$2, six to seven hours, 360km)
leave Vientiane’s bus terminal for the trip to
Tha Khaek; in the opposite direction, a bus
leaves the Vientiane terminal in Tha Khaek
at around 6am. You can also catch Savan-
nakhet or Pakse-bound buses and get off in
Tha Khaek for the same fare.

In Tha Khaek the main terminal for Vien-
tiane stands next to a Vietnamese cemetery
on Rte 13 at the north-eastern edge of town.
Other south- or north-bound passenger ve-
hicles depart from Talat Lak Sam (Talat
Suksombun).

Siawngthdew (passenger trucks with two
rows of seats down the back) to Savan-
nakhet (US$1.65, 2% hours) depart from
the Talat Lak Sam terminal when they’re
full from about 6am to 4pm.
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suggests that you make advance reserva-
tions so that the staff can stock up on pro-
visions — though this situation inight change
once the place gets more well known. The
staff can arrange guided trips to Tham Lot
Kong Lo as well as other caves in the area.

The only other guesthouse in the area, at
this writing, is a no-name affair right on Rte
8 about 500m south of the Ban Na Hin mar-
ket. Very basic rooms in a wooden house
(no fans or mosquito nets) with shared bath
cost US$3.75 per person. No English is spo-
ken here. Fde shops can be found in the
Ban Na Hin market.

Because of the distances involved and the
spotty local transport, it’s best to stay at the
Sala Hin Boun if you want to visit Tham
Lot Kong Lo. In theory, it's possible to stay
at the guesthouse in Ban Na Hin and make
it out to Tham Lot Kong Lo and back in one
day — but only if you have your own bike,
or all the transportation connections go off
without incident and you are a very brisk
walker for that last 8km!

Getting There & Away Ban Na Hin is
easiest reached from Tha Khaek on buses
(US$1.60) or sawngthiew (US$2.50) bound
for Lak Sao. It takes about three hours.

It’s also possible to get to Ban Na Hin
from Vientiane on Lak Sao-bound buses.
From Ban Na Hin, you can then board a
jumbo or lof thdi (an open cart pulled by a
motorised plough) for the 10km ride along a
dirt road to the village of Ban Na Phuak. It
costs US$0.75 per person or US$6.25 if you
hire the jumbo outright. If you have a choice
between jumbo or lot thii, be sure to take the
jumbo — the motorised ploughs are very
slow; ie, the jumbo ride takes less than an
hour, the motorised plough over two. From
Ban Na Phuak the road becomes rough and
may not be passable in the rainy season.

During the dry season it may be possible
to get a jumbo all the way from Ban Na Hin
to Phon Nyaeng (where Sala Hin Boun is
located), but jumbo drivers will want at
least US$18 to do the run. If not, you have
three choices to move on from Ban Na
Phuak to Phon Nyaeng: hire a motorised
canoe from one of the villagers (US$18,

two hours); hire a lot th#i (US$12.50, two
hours); or, if you're travelling light, a vil-
lager with a motorcycle might be persuaded
to do the hour-long trip for US$12.50.

The track between Ban Na Phuak and
Phon Nyaeng extends about 12km. If you
have reservations at the Sala Hin Boun and
specify that you want them to do so, they'll
have a motorised canoe waiting for you at
Ban Na Phuak. This will cost you US$25.

From Phon Nyaeng it is another 8km to
Ban Kong Lo. This could be done by bi-
cycle if you had one (bikes can be rented
from the Sala Hin Boun for US$1.25 a day),
or on foot. Motorised canoes can be hiredin
the village of Ban Kong Lo, about 1km west
of the tunnel’s western mouth, for the
round-trip passage through the tunnel, for
US$9. Alternatively, if you are staying at
Sala Hin Boun, you can hire its canoe which
holds four passengers for US$40. This price
includes a picnic lunch and guide; the round
rip takes about six hours.

Lak Sao

L
DN
pop 24,000
While the forest, mountain and Kkarst
scenery along the upper stretches of Rie 8
on the way to Lak Sao (literally, Kilometre
Stone 20) is strikingly beautiful, the town
itself is a disappointment. Located in Boli-
khamsai Province between Kham Keut and
the Vietnam border, the town is relatively
new and is the headquarters for logging op-
erations that are currently decimating forests
in eastern Bolikhamsai and Khammua
Provinces.

Lak Sao has become the pet development
project of Phattanakhet Phu Doi Co, anen-
terprise headed by a Lao general involved
in logging, hotels, construction and carg
transport. The district has a strong Viet
namese presence, and there are long-tem
plans afoot to transform the area into anin-
dustrial zone servicing the Vietnain-Laos
Thailand trade along Rtes 8 and 12.

The market at Lak Sao was once know
for its trade in wildlife and forest products,
but these days there is little on offer - m
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doubt due to the destruction of forests in
the vicinity. Families of White Hmong and
Sriped Hmong can occasionally be seen
frading for provisions in the market. You
@n hire local jumbos to investigate nearby
imestone caves (the most accessible,
Tham Mangkhon, is 17km north-west of
own on Rie 8) or visit a hot springs (an-
olher 1km farther).

If you're road-weary and making the
trossing to/from Vietnam through the Kaew
Neua pass, Lak Sao can be a place to stop
for the night. A hydroelectric plant between
Lek Sao and the border supplies 24-hour
tlectricity,

Lak Sao can be very chilly in the cool
season, December to February.

Information Lane Xang Bank will change
US dollars, Thai baht, UK pounds and
Vietnamese dong at the same rate as in
Vientiane.

The post office is west of the main inter-
section in town, and is open 8am to noon
and 1pm to 5pm Monday to Friday, 8am to
toon Saturday.

Places to Stay & Eat_Souriya Guest
House (= 051-341111, about 50m South G
lﬁﬂank) Room: \

ooms with fan US$3.75, with
fan & hot-water bath US$6.25, with hot-
water bath & fan/air-con US$7.50/8.75.
This relatively new three-storey guesthouse
iscurrently the best choice in town. All 20
woms are comfortable and clean, with two
doublc beds and tiled or wood floor; some
of the Jarger rooms even have bathtubs.

Vongsouda Guest House (& 051-
341035, about 300m north-west of the bus
terminal) Rooms US$8. This friendly
mesthouse offers eight very clean rooms,
al with air-con, hot-water bath and fridge.
Guests can hang out in the pleasant sitting
aea in the front room, which is equipped
with a fireplace for chilly evenings, as well
& at covered tables by a pond out in the
front garden.

Suki Guest Howuse/Restaurant (in Vien-
tiane ™ 021-2]14357, west down a lane op-
posite the bank) Rooms with fan & hot-water
shower US$6. The fairly new Suki Guest

11| 1 Vongsouda Guest House
|| 2 Post Office
|| 3 Suki Guest House/Restaurant

4 Bus Terminal
L " 5 Foe Stalls
6 Dry & Wel Markets
o 200 400m 7 Lane Xang Bank
I 8 Thipphavongxay Restaurant
0 200 s00yd 9 Souriya Guest House
|
i M l__ . /
| B s T HT
Yo Saibouathong B3 Ay
Guest Honsse (3irin, N — =) o7 skt
Paksan (200km) & 6 R
Vientiarie (346km) ‘ 8
a9

House features clean rooms with decent mat-
resses. There’s an attached disco, but the
owners say it’s ‘probably not too noisy’ due
to the use of soundproofed walls. A new at-
tached restaurant has an extensive menu, un-
fortunately offering some dishes (such as
mousedeer and roe-deer laap) that would
make environmentalists cringe.

Saibouathong Guest House Singles/
doubleg US$7/8. This guesthouse offers
very simple rooms about 3km west of the
town centre.

Thipphavongxay, next door to the Souriya
Guest House, offers an extensive menu simi-
Jar to the menu at Suki Guest House.

There are two small restaurants near the
market that serve Lao food, as well as several
fOe stalls along the outside of the market.

Getting There & Away Buses between
Lak Sao and Tha Khaek (US$3.75, five
hours) depart from Tha Khaek at 6am and
7.30am and Lak Sao at 5.30am and 7am.

Flights between Vientiane and Lak Sao
(US$50, one hour 10 minutes) go only
when at least six passengers make advance
bookings through the head office in Vien-
tiane — which isn’t very often.

Cau Treo (Vietnam) The Kaew Neua/Cau
Treo border crossing is about 30km from
Lak Sao and is open 8am to 5pm. There’s a
Lane Xang exchange booth to convert Lao
kip into Vietnamese dong or vice versa
that’s supposed to be open the same hours
as the crossing. Jumbos to/from the border
have to be hired — the asking price for the
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one-hour haunt is US$10 for charter, other-
wise US$1 per person shared. Mornings are
the best time to get a shared jumbo. There
are daily buses to Vinh from Cau Treo.

Savannakhet
Province

Home to around 15% of all Lao citizens,
Savannakhet is the country’s most popu-
lous province, and is a very active junction
for trade between Thailand and Vietnam.
The population consists of lowland Lao,
Thai Dam, several small Mon-Khmer
groups (Chali, Bru, Kaleung, Katang, Lave,
Mangtong, Pako and Suay), Vietnamese
and Chinese. The villages of Savannakhet
are among the most typically Lao, espe-
cially those in the Jamphon Valley near Ban
Kengkok (south-east of the capital).

Savannakhet is the best place in Laos for
seeing the flotsam of the Ho Chi Minh
Trail, the primary supply route to South
Vietnam for the North Vietnamese Army
during the Indochina War. It is also the
main gateway for visitors arriving from
Vietnam via Lao Bao.

About 85km north of Savannakhet, the
1050-sq-km Phu Xang Hae NBCA covers a
hilly area of dense evergreen and deciduous
forest. Surveys have suggested the presence
of 17 bird species deemed of conservation
importance (such as the Siamese fireback
pheasant and red-collared woodpecker),
along with animals like elephant, giant
muntjac, gaur, lesser slow loris, Douc lan-
gur and tiger.

SAVANNAKHET
L

KFLYHI2VVLC20

= 041 e pop 124,000

Officially known as Muang Khanthabuli
(but more commonly called Muang Savan
or simply Savan), this growing district just
across the Mekong River from Mukdahan,
Thailand, has become a major relay point
for trade between Thailand and Vietnam.
From Savan, Rte 9 extends east alt the way

to the Vietnamese border at Lao Bao, where
it continues eastward to the port of Dong

on the lower Gulf of Tonkin. Savan is also

a lumber centre and there are several lum-
beryards on the outskirts of town.

Information

Foreign Consulates The Thai consulate
(= 212261) maintains a temporary officeat

the Nanhai Hotel (see Places to Stay — Mid-

Range & Top End in this section). Thereis
also a Vietnamese consulate (T 212418)on

Thanon Sisavangvong. Both consulates can
issue visas. It takes four working days to

process a tourist visa for Vietnam, three

working days for a Thai visa.

Money You can change money (cash only)

at the Lao May Bank on Thanon Udomsin

or at the BCEL on Thanon Latsavongseuk.

Post & Communications There is a post
office on Thanon Khanthabuli just south of
the town centre. The long distance phone
office is open from 8am to 10pm.

Phitsamay Video, on the south-eastem
corner of the plaza, offers three terminals:
for your online needs.

Travel Agencies Savanbanhao Tourism
Co (formerly Savannakhet Tourism Cy
& 212944), housed in the Savanbanhag
Hotel on Thanon Saenna, has informalios
on local attractions and can arrange tourst
Sepon, the Ho Chi Minh Trail, Heuan Hi
and other spots outside the city.

Town Centre

The Vietnamese presence in Savan grex
during the French era and, while it shrad,
during the Indochina War, a Vietnames
school, Mahayana Buddhist temple and:
Catholic church testify to a continued Vi
namese influence.

PLACES TO STAY

2 Nanhai Hotel; Thai Consulate
3 Phonepaseut Hotel f
4 Nong Soda Guest House {
7 Hoongtip Hotel

15 Savan Phatthana Guest House
16 Savanbanhao Hotel [
22 Mekong Hotel /
34 Auberge du Paradis (Sala {

Savanh Guest House)

36 Santyphab Hotel
41 Sayamungkhun Guest House
43 Phonevilay Hotel |

PLACES TO EAT
2 Noodle Shops Lol
9 No-Name Cafe & Noodie Shop

14 Savanbanhao Restaurant

21 Night Market

23 Cale de Paris Pizza

27 Khao Jii Pa-teh Vendor

23 Nang lam Foe

30 Au Rendez-Vous Restaurant

35 Xokxay Restaurant; Haythien

Restaurant

—nqeuRyy DOURYY

37 Lao-Pasis Restaurant

38 Say Chay Restaurant; Pier for
Passenger Ferry to Mukdahan
(Thailand); Customs Building

39 Baw Bun Restaurant

OTHER

1 Wat Chom Kaew

5 Pier for Cargo Boats to Tha
Khack & Vientiane

6 Boat Ticket Otfice

10 8CEL

11 Lao May Bank

12 Vietnamese Consulate

13 Vietnamese School

17 Chinese Temple

18 Kuvoravong Statue

19 wat Sainyaphum

20 Pier for Vehicle Ferry to

Thailand !

24 Chinese temple

25 Clinic

26 Savannakhet Chinese School

28 Wat Lattanalangsi

31 St Theresa’s Catholic Church

32 Petrol Station

33 Phitsamay Video (Internet)

40 Wat Sainyamungkhun

42 Post Office
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ferries across the river to Mukdahan. Boats
#e loaded to the gunwales with Chinese-
ad Vietnamese-made goods ~ particularly
ceramics ~ on their way to Thailand.

Another centre of activity is the Talat
Savan Xai, a substantial newer market area
off Thanon Sisavangvong near the bus ter-

Like Vientiane and Luang Praban
Savan has a number of French colonial a5
Franco-Chinese buildings, most of whit
are found in the small business district nez
the intersection of Thanon Khanthabuli ai
Thanon Si Muang. Daily activity centm

minal. The market runs all day and is visited
by a fascinating variety of people.

Along Thanon Phetsalat in the town
eentre, near Wat Sainyamungkhun, are two
din péranque grounds where older Lao and
Vielnamese men toss metal balls back and

around the cargo and passenger piers fif forth in the French game.

Savannakhet Provincial Museum
OO el [
WWONLWVERD9) SLVOVVLER0
Housed in a French-era mansion near the
provincial hospital, this museum (500m
south of ithe town square; admission
US30.40; open 8am-noon & 2pm-4pm Mon-
Sat) is a good place to get a look at relics of
the Indochina wars without having to make
a trip to the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In the mu-
seum compound are artillery pieces and the
corroding remains of an American-built T-
28, the main combat aircraft of the Royal
Lao Army. Just outside the front gate of the
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museum compound, on the grounds of the
School of Medicine, is an American-built
tank that also once served the RLA. Inside
the museum are displays of the numerous
kinds of deadly UXO that still blanket much
of Laos, as well as stacks of rusting rifles of
varying makes and vintages. The majority of
the museumn, however, is dedicated to photo-
graphs of Kaysone Phomvihane, who was
born less than 1km away.

The posted hours are not scrupulously
followed. If it looks closed when it
shouldn’t be, try asking at the curator’s
house — a small wooden building in the
south-western corner of the School of Med-
icine compound.

Wat Lattanalangsi
SO0V S

Nearly as large as Wat Sainyaphum, this wat
was built in 1951 and houses a monks’ pri-
mary school. The sim (ordination hall) is
unique in that it has glass windows (most
windows in Lao temples are unglazed).
Other structures include a rather gaudy
Brahma shrine, a modern sdalda long thdm
(sermon hall) and a shelter containing a 15m
reclining Buddha backed by jataka (stories
of the Buddha’s past lives) paintings.

Places to Stay - Budget
Santyphab Hotel (v 212177, Thanon Tha
Dan) Singles & doubles with fan/air-con &
bath US$2.90/3.75. Savan’s cheaper hotels
were once clustered in the older part of town
towards the ferry piers. Only this one is still
open, a bit run-down but OK, two blocks
east of the passenger ferry pier to Thailand.
Savanbanhao Hotel (v 212202, Thanon
Saenna) Rooms with fan & 1 bed US$2.90,
with air-con & 2 beds without/with bath
US$3.95/4.45, with TV US$5.45. This
slightly more upmarket budget place can be
found in the middle of town. Consisting of
four two-storey houses built around a series
of courtyards, the Savanbanhao has the
largest variety of rooms in town. The mid-
price rooms are very good value. This is
also the headquarters for Savanbanhao
Tourism Co.

Savan  Phatthana Guest House
(© 213955, Thanon Saenna) Rooms with
cold-water bath & fan/air-con US$3.75(
5.65, larger VIP rooms with air-con
US$7.50. This hotel is located in a twos
storey grey concrete building just south of |
Savanbanhao Hotel. Second-floor rooms
share a common veranda. There’s a restaurs
ant on the premises, but it hadn’t yet started -
operations when we last visited. i

Nong Soda Guest House (T 212522,
about 200m north of Wat Sainyaphum)
Doubles US$6.25. This modern house on
the river’s edge has recently been converted
into a guesthouse. All rooms have one bi
bed, air-con, bath, TV and fridge. An open-
air restaurant sets up in the front yard in the
evenings, but it seems to be more for drink-
ing than eating. :

Vilaysak Guest House (T 213604, about
lkm east of the Catholic church on Thanon
Tha Dan) Singles with fan US$2.40, with
fan & bath US$3.50, triples with fan & bath
US$4.50, doubles with air-con & hot-water
bath US$5.65. Yet another modern house
converted into a guesthouse, this one hasa
small garden out the front and is a very
quiet, relaxing place to stay.

Towards the southern end of town ar
two other places worth considering. :

Sayamungkhun Guest House (T 212426,
Thanon Latsavongseuk) Rooms with fan/
air-con & fridge US$4/7. The very friendly
Sayamungkhun offers spacious, spotlessly
clean rooms in a big house, all with toilef
and shower. The rooms at the back are much
quieter than those at the front. The sign oul
the front just reads ‘Guest House’ in English.

Phonevilay Hotel (v 212284, 172/1713
Thanon Phetsalat) Rooms with fan & 2
beds without/with bath US$2.50/3.15, with
air-con & shower US$4.40, other rooms of
varying sizes with air-con, fridge & TV
US$5.60-7.50. Phonevilay consists of one-
and two-storey cottages built around a small
courtyard. As the rates climb the rooms get
bigger and the mattresses softer.

Mekong Hotel (T 212249, fax 212824,
Thanon Khem Khong) Rooms with hot
water shower, air-con, fridge, TV, phone&
2/3 beds US$10/11.25. On the river in a1

lold French colonial villa, the Vietnamese-
(owned Mekong has recently been renovated
b Vietnamese tastes. This has included
pinting with brighter colours, covering
most of the French garden with concrete,
banging flashy signs out the front and
sringing Christmas lights on the outer walls
i kitschy floral designs. A downstairs
nightclub remains, along with a line of tiny
short-time rooms along one side of the com-
pound. The rooms in the villa are now clean
ad the bathrooms have been renovated.
Two rooms upstairs are available to non-
Vietnamese: One has two beds and a view
of the Mekong. The other has three beds
od overlooks Wat Sainyaphum. It’s pretty
good value if you don’t mind the noise of
the nightclub.

If you have an early bus to catch, or if
jou simply want to stay in the cheapest
place in town, there is a one-storey
Vietnamese-owned hotel built along one
side of the bus terminal north of town with
bare two- and three-bed rooms for just
US$1.25 per person.

Places to Stay - Mid-Range &

Top End

duberge du Paradis (Sala Savanh Guest
House; ™ 212445, (@) salalao@laonet.net,
{ Thanon Kuvoravong) Singles/doubles with
ar-con, hot water, fan & mosquito net
US$20/25 Oct-Apr, US$15/20 the rest of
the year. The centrally located Auberge du
Paradis, near the main square, is housed in
arestored 1926 French villa. The rooms are
spacious, and there’s a garden at the back
with a sitting area where meals can be
aranged in advance.

Phonepaseut Hotel (v 212158, fax
212916, Thanon Santisuk) Rooms with
| fidge, TV, air-con & hot-water showers
US$25. Two blocks north of Thanon Udom-
sin and off Thanon Sisavangvong, the
[ fiendly Phonepaseut offers clean, modern
oms around a small courtyard and a 25m-
long pool across the street — probably the
best pool in all of Laos; it’s free for guests or
US$1 for visitors. Rooms are sometimes dis-
rounted down to US$20. English is spoken
here, and rooms rates include breakfast.
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Hoongtip Hotel (T 212262, fax 213230,
Cnr Thanon Phetsalat & Thanon Udomsin)
Rooms with air-con & hot water US$18,
larger VIP rooms US$35. Hoongtip is a
four-storey neo-Gothic place. Built from
the cheapest materials, it's looking a bit
run-down. There is a restaurant and night-
club, but no lift. Rates include breakfast.

Nanhai Hotel (T 212371, fax 212380,
313 Thanon Latsavongseuk) Small singles
with air-con, phone & bath US$16, doubles
with same amenities plus satellite TV
US$25, suites with fridge US$44. The huge
six-storey Nanhai is farther north at the
edge of town off Thanon Latsavongseuk.
Built by a company from Guangzhou,
China, the standards were fairly high at
first, but have undergone a steady decline
since opening. Some of the facilities on the
premises include a swimming pool (full of
algae and mosquito larvae when we stopped
by), lift, coffee shop, and a restaurant that
serves Chinese, Thai and French dishes. In
typical Chinese fashion, the hotel provides
a thermos of hot water and lidded ceramic
tea mugs for each room.

Places to Eat

Savan isn’t exactly a culinary capital but
there are plenty of opportunities to sample
Thai, Chinese and Vietnamese food. Local
specialities include sin sawdn (a slightly
sweet, dried, roasted beef) and jgew pga-
daek (a thick sauce of mashed chilli, onion,
fish sauce and lotus bulb).

Along the Mekong riverbank, opposite
the Mekong Hotel and Wat Sainyaphum, a
small night market convenes each evening.
Most of the vendors offer only bagged
snacks and cold beverages, but a few make
fresh tgmn maak hung (spicy green papaya
salad), grilled chicken and kebabs. This can
be a nice breezy spot for watching the sun
set over Mukdahan.

Cafe de Paris Pizza (northern edge of
the town plaza) Dishes US$2-5. Open
1]1am-9pm daily. In a tastefully renovated
shophouse, this French-run restaurant
serves good pizzas and other European fare,
and is popular with NGO staff as well as
Lao families out on a splurge.
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Getting There & Away That Ing Hang is
12km north-east of Savan via Rte 13, then
3km east on a dirt road. Any north-bound
bus passes this turn-off.

Heuan Hin

< (o3
SV
On the Mekong River south of Savan is this
set of Cham or Khmer ruins (the name
means Stone House), built between AD 553
and 700. Of interest mainly to pre-Angkor
art fanatics, the unrestored ruins are little
more than a few walls and piles of laterite
rubble. No carvings remain; the only known
lintel from the site is in Paris.

The best way to get to Heuan Hin is by
land. You must travel 75km south via Rte
13, then 15km west along a rough road.
The Savanbanhao Tourism Co at the Sa-
vanbanhao Hotel says it can provide a van,
driver and guide to Heuan Hin (and to That
Phon — see the following entry) and back
for US$80.

It may also be possible to get there by
boat along the Mekong. When the water’s
high enough it’s a 70km, three-hour trip by

g chartered longtail boat (that is if you can
< find a boat pilot willing to make the trip).
=

4| That Phon

= voolww
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Said to date from the 16th century, this
large, rounded white stupa is quite similar
to Luang Prabang’s That Makmo. Like the
latter, That Phon is said to have once con-
tained a cache of valuable Buddha images.
It’s 65km south of Savan off Rte 13 on the
way to Heuan Hin.

Phu Xang Hae NBCA

UoRLm9OVWR29&S

The Swedish government and the Laos
Provincial Forestry office have teamed up
to offer a nature tour through the jungles of
Phu Xang Hae (Wild Elephant Mountain),
out of Savannakhet. While on the five-day
trek, travellers have the chance to interact
closely with local villagers, staying in their

ountering seasoned North Vietnamese
fmy (NV A) troops at Ban Dong. The two
tks are all that is left of what locals say was
e 2 graveyard of destroyed and abandoned

traditional bamboo-thatch homes, obsery!
ing how they weave, and sharing meals pre-
pared with herbs and spices gathered from
the jungle. The villagers also act as guides’ lone
to lead travellers through the forested hills MEts and jeeps. By order of the provincial
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. It’s possible eemment, the village headman of Ban
to spot elephants (and, rarely, tigers) as well Sng has been given the task of preventing
as many species of birds along the way, By Herep collectors from dismanl.lmg these last
employing local villagers wherever pos- % reminders of the NVA/PL victory. The
sible, the governments involved hope to en- ks are located in a field about 200m south
courage sustainable use of the NBCA. Rie 9. They can be hard to spot when the

Because the tour is partially subsidised ##ss is tall after the rainy season, so you
by the Swedish government, it is econom- ght want to offer one of the villagers a cou-
ically priced at US$50, which includes @ of thousand kip to guide you there — es-
4WD transportation, meals, accommoda- #fially as there is the danger of encountering
tion and local guides. Tours can be booked §iXO if you stray from the trail.
at the Lao-Paris Restaurant in Savannakhet § Thirty-four kilometres farther on from
(see the Savannakhet Places to Eat section §in Dong is the Vietnamese border itself,
earlier in this chapter). ihere there is a small market offering Viet-
mmese and Chinese goods.

In Muang Phin, 155km east of Savan-
pkhet and 34km west of Sepon, stands an
Bposing Vietnamese-built monument to
lio-Vietnamese cooperation during the
Blochina wars. Done in the ‘Heroes of So-
glism’ style, the monument depicts NVA
B PL soldiers waving an AK-47 and Lao
bg aloft. You can catch a glimpse of the
lmnument (located on the northern shoul-
kr of Rte 9) when the bus makes its brief
fop at Muang Phin.

SEPON (XEPON) & THE HO CHI .
MINH TRAILV
cQlUvLRTcSVN99 s 35D

pop 35,600 ;
One of the nearest towns to the Ho Chi Minh
Trail is Sepon (often spelt ‘Xepon’), about’
190km east of Savannakhet via Rte 9. Sepon’
was destroyed during the war and is now just
one of many makeshift wooden towns that-
mark the long-term legacy of the bombing of
eastern Laos during the Indochina War.

The outer edges of the Ho Chi Minh Trail
begin 15km to 20km to the east of the town. |
Although there is plenty of war debs
around, much of it is in the bush covered by
the undergrowth. Unless you are prepared
to go on a hike for some distance from the
road (because of the risk of encountering
UXO - unexploded ordnance — you’ll need
a guide), it is hardly worth your while going
1o Sepon.

A few kilometres east of Sepon stands the
small village of Ban Dong. Here you'll find
the remains of two American-built tanks that
were used during Operation Lam Son 719,
an ARVN (Army of the Republic of Viet
nam) assault on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in
February 1971. Despite support from US
combat aircraft, the ARVN troops retreated
back across the border at Lao Bao after

flaces to Stay & Eat

b Sepon, a very rustic government-run

esthouse sits on a hill south of the market.

look for the wooden house on piles with

due trim. Dorm beds cost US$1.25 per per-

on. The toilet and shower are downstairs.
There are a few fde stalls in the market.

Getting There & Away
The bus from Savan to the Vietnamese
lorder departs at 8am and stops in Muang
thin (US$2.50), Sepon (US$3.15) and Ban
Dong. The fare is US$3.15 to anywhere
between Sepon and the border. It’s possible
iptake the bus from Savan to Ban Dong and
then hitch back to Sepon after viewing the
tanks.

Savanbanhao Tourism Co at the Savan-
banhao Hotel can arrange a 4WD pick-up
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and driver for up to five passengers for
around US$170 (to Ban Dong and back).

Champasak
Province

The Champasak area has a long history that
began with participation in the Funan and
Chenla empires between the Ist and 9th cen-
turies AD. Between the 10th and 13th cen-
turies, it became part of the Cambodian
Angkor empire. Following the decline of
Angkor between the 15th and late 17th cen-
turies, it was enfolded into the Lan Xang
kingdom but then broke away to become an
independent Lao kingdom at the beginning of
the 18th century. The short-lived Champasak
kingdom had only three monarchs: Soi
Sisamut (nephew of Suriya Vongsa, reigned
1713-37), Sainyakuman (1737-91) and Fai
Na (1791-1811). During the French era, it
was sometimes known as Bassac or Pasak, a
shortening of ‘Champasak’.

Today Champasak Province (three separ-
ate provinces prior to 1975 — Champasak,
Sedon and Sithandon) has a population of
around 500,000 that includes lowland Lao
(including many Phu Thai), Khmers and a
host of small Mon-Khmer groups ~ Chieng,
Inthi, Kaseng, Katang, Kate, Katu, Kien,
Lavai, Laven, Nge, Nyaheun, Oung, Salao,
Suay, Tahang and Ta-oy (Tahoy) — most of
whom live in the Bolaven Plateau region.

Timber is the province’s main source of
income, followed by coffee, tea, cardamom,
rattan and other agricultural products. The
province is also well known for mat-mii
silks and cottons that are hand-woven with
tie-dyed threads.

PAKSE
Uoneq

= 031 e pop 64,000

Founded by the French as an administrative
outpost in 1905, Pakse is a relatively new
town at the confluence of the Mekong River
and the Se Don. It is now the capital of
Champasak Province but the town is mainly
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LAO WEAVING

Altogether, Laos is said to have some 16 basic
weaving styles across four regions. Southern
weavers, who often use foot looms rather than
frame looms, practise Laos’s most continuous
textile traditions in terms of styles and patterns,
some of which haven't changed for a century or
more. Southern Laos is known for the best silk weaving and for intri-
cate mat-mii (ikat or tie-dye) designs that include Khmer-influenced
temple and elephant motifs. Synthetic and natural dyes are common-
ly used. In Sekong and Attapeu, borders often contain cryptic-looking
symbols; the recent introduction of simple helicopter and aeroplane
motifs suggests the beginnings of a possible post-war cargo cult

PLACES TO STAY
Narin Thachalern Hotel
I i <4 / Phonsavanh Hotel

M ; " Champasak Palace Hotef;

——— J ’ Inter-Lao Tourisme
Lankham Hotel
Suksamlan Hotel: Suksamlan
Restaurant; Lane Xang
Travel & Tours
Pakse Hotel
Hotel Salachampa
Vannapha Guest House
Hotel Restdence du Champa

Yo Northern Bus
Terminal (Zkrm),
Auport. Nang
Manisuk Restaurant
& Ban Saphai | —
I
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of interest to the traveller as a point of depart-
ure for the Bolaven Plateau, the Khtner ruins
at Wat Phu Champasak, Si Phan Don (Four
Thousand Islands) or Ubon Ratchathani in
Thailand. Trade with Thailand is brisk and
the economy is also boosted by the presence
of a large pharmaceutical factory 4km south
of town.

There are only a few colonial-era build-
ings left standing, most of Franco-Chinese
design. One of the better examples is the
claborately ornamented Chinese Society
building on Thanon 10 in the centre of town.

The large and lively central market fea-
tures a very good selection of produce due
to Pakse’s proximity to the fertile Bolaven
Plateau. The enclosed market building was
gutted by fire in 1997 and now stands
empty, so the vendors have moved outside
to sell clothes, household goods and pre-
served foods. The building was under re-
construction when we visited and is slated
to reopen by the time this book is published.

Short day trips from Pakse can be made
to Tat Sae at Km 8, south off Rte 13. Ban
Saphai, a weaving village 15km north of |
town, produces distinctive silk and cotton
phaa saléng, long sarongs for men (see the
Around Pakse section later in this chapter).

Many of the town’s population are of

Chinese or Vietnamese descent — you might §

want to avoid Pakse during Tet (Chinese
and Vietnamese New Year), during which
the whole town becomes a fireworks battle-
field for three days.

Information
Tourist Offices The Tourism Authority of

Champasak Province (= 212021) has §

moved to an office in a building opposite
Wat Tham Fai (Wat Pha Bat). It’s probably
not worth the average traveller’s time to
come out here though, as we found the staff
to be no help whatsoever.

Continued on page 289

Right: Spinning up a
am storm in Vientiane

! BN v ,(f";;;;'ﬂ;g'{; among the Lao Theung. In these provinces, beadwork is sometimes
v | s e d . N »
i T e o B T e added to the embroidery. One-piece phaa nung (sarongs) are more
:‘ common than those sewn from separate pieces.
- 30 - - ) - ,
LR N P oodic Shop Mengly _ Coampasaie 1 O 78 [hampasak Sost In North-Eastern Laos, the Thai Neua (especially in Hua Phan’s Sam
\\ fo '~ 3 - 6 Ketmany Restaurant 10 Lane Xang Bank 29 Taxis & Jumbos Neua), Phuan, Thai La, Thai Daeng, Thal Dam and Phu Thai mainly
3\ Champasak T 14 May Kham Restaurant 11 $chool 30 Petrol Station i N ik t m and natural
! 21 Xuan Mal Restaurant 12 Telephone Office 31 Mr Thongsal produce weft brocade (ylap ko) using raw silk, cotton ya y
: 22 Restaurant Sedone 16 Suphawadee 32 Past Office : . i+ -mii i f iamond
Mekong 27 Restavrant & Lounge Handicrafts 33 Sop Sengtavan Cabaret dyes, sometimes with the addition of mat-mii technlq.ues. .La ge diam
Rivér Dok Fhang Daeng 35 at Luang 3% Saykhong Disco patterns are common. In Central Laos, typical weavings include indigo-
0 inese Society 36 Hospital ) - : i
OTHER 23 Central Market 37 Cathalic Church dyed cotton mat-mii and minimal weft brocade (jék and khit), along
4 Lao May Bank 24 Sawngthaew to Ban 38 Petrol Station . . i-
e 5 SODETOUR Saphal 39 Chinese Temple with techniques borrowed from all over the country (brO:Jdght :Y Im‘
m 8 Wat Tham Fai (Wat 25 BCEL 40 Champasak Historical cantiane — . Gold and silver
Hoyd ~ Pha Bat) 26 Indocruise Heritage Museum gfan‘-S to Vientiane — many of whom fled war zones)

brocade is typical of traditional Luang Prabang patterns, along with in-
tricate patterns (/di and imported Thai LU designs). Northemers gener-
ally use frame looms; the waist, body and thin sin (bottom border) of a
phaa nung are often sewn together from separately wovfen pieces.
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